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Abstract: The authors examined the assumption that Personal need for structure (PNS) is nega-
tively related to the approach component of control motivation and positively related to the
avoidance component of control motivation. Participants (n = 60 university students) were
administered self-report Personal Need for Structure scale and semi-projective Multi-Motive
Grid. Analysis showed that PNS was positively related to Fear of Losing Control. No relation
between PNS and Hope for Control was found. Results are interpreted in the context of disposi-
tional and situational conditions influencing control motivation.
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INTRODUCTION

Attention and subsequent information
processing are selective, especially in case
of social stimuli, and determined by our goals
(Neuberg et al., 2005). Cognitive processes
and motives do not operate in isolation, but
rather work together to determine decision-
making (Roets, Van Hiel, 2011) or behavior
generally (e.g., Burger, 1993). Major theories
of social-cognitive revolution addressing
motivational influences on cognition deal
with the effect of epistemic goals on infor-
mation processing (Fiske, Neuberg, 1990;

Kruglanski, 1989; Cacioppo, Petty, 1982; Bar-
Tal, 1994), while research on other fundamen-
tal motives is rare (Neuberg et al., 2005).

One of the personality and cognitive con-
structs addressing the issue of epistemic
motivation and cognition is personal need
for structure (PNS, Neuberg, Newsom, 1993;
Sarmány-Schuller, 2001). People differ in the
way they cognitively approach the world –
some people prefer a clear and simple struc-
ture, others appreciate complex information.
Personal need for structure is a construct
indicating how much organization people
prefer to have in their lives (Neuberg,
Newsom, 1993). The tendency to reduce in-
formation quantity and complexity has its
implications for various aspects of psycho-
logical functioning, especially social infor-
mation processing and social interaction.
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Individuals high in PNS tend to arrange their
social interactions in ways that enable them
to avoid complexity, they prefer predictable
and scripted social situations with stable and
clear rules (Neuberg, Newsom, 1993). They
are also more likely to use stereotypes and
previously acquired categories in new situa-
tions and form less complex representations
of the self and the others. Once an answer is
found, they are more likely to freeze on the
first available explanation and are less likely
to search for alternatives (Neuberg, Newsom,
1993). In attribution processes, high PNS in-
dividuals tend to attribute the performance
of other people to internal causes rather than
external constraints such as task difficulty
(Schaller et al., 1995) and are more likely to
form spontaneous trait inferences when cat-
egorizing behavior than those who are low
in PNS (Moskowitz, 1993). In context of a
working environment, Slijkhuis et al. (2013)
showed that high PNS individuals tend to
welcome any type of evaluation situations,
whereas in low PNS individuals only infor-
mational (not controlling) feedback had posi-
tive effect on motivation and creative per-
formance. Whereas authors believe desire
for simple structure is a fundamental motive,
they suggest there is a need for integration
of more potentially dispositional motives,
especially interpersonal (Neuberg, Newsom,
1993; Sollár, 2008).

From the two basic interpersonal motives
clusters – agency and relatedness – we fo-
cus on the approach and avoidance di-
chotomy of control motivation – hope for
control and fear of losing control. Control
motivation is one of the most pervasive mo-
tives determining human behavior. People are
motivated to have an impact on their envi-
ronment, being agents of change, affect the
reality – to be a subject as opposed to be an

object (Dépret, Fiske, 1993). A substantial
domain of the ability to affect the environ-
ment is the interpersonal control or social
influence. Control motivation is relevant in
situations that involve hierarchical social
structures – when there are opportunities for
influencing and controlling other people’s
behavior (Sokolowski et al., 2000).

Although the origins of research on con-
trol motivation and social cognition can be
dated more than a half century ago with works
on the authoritarian personality (Adorno et
al., 1950), research attention has been directed
rather to attitudes and prejudices than to in-
terpersonal motivation, with dominance stud-
ied mostly as a part of multidimensional con-
structs (Jost et al., 2003). Both classical and
current works on asymmetric dependence
between individuals provide evidence that
people in different hierarchical social situa-
tions employ different strategies of social
cognition. People who already had achieved
high power engage in more abstract mental
representation (Magee, Smith, 2013). Per-
ceived psychological distance increases the
tendency for perceivers to draw spontane-
ous trait inferences from behavioral informa-
tion (Rim et al., 2009). High-power individu-
als do not depend on others and therefore
do not need to seek socially relevant infor-
mation (Dépret, Fiske, 1993) and more often
tend to stereotype others in a mutually rein-
forcing interaction of power and stereotyp-
ing (Fiske, 1993). On the other side, people
with high control motivation in an effort to
enhance prediction and control tend to seek
information relevant for action and employ
more flexible cognitive strategies. Intensified
information processing was found in people
who experienced the inability to control their
situation (e.g., Pittman, D’Agostino, 1985;
Zhou et al., 2012).
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THE PRESENT STUDY

The aim of the study is to examine rela-
tionship between social cognitive construct
– PNS and interpersonal motivation con-
struct – control motivation, with regard to
its approach and avoidance components.
We hypothesize that people low in PNS em-
ploy more flexible cognitive strategies which
enable them to fulfill approach control
motivation needs and therefore tend to
score high in hope for control. On the other
side, we expect people high in PNS to tend
to experience more uncertainty in unpredict-
able and ambiguous situations and score
high in fear of losing control (avoidance
tendency).

METHOD

Design, Participants and Procedure

We employed correlational research design
to investigate the relationship of PNS and
control motivation. A sample of university
students (n = 60 social sciences students)
with mean age 20.7 years (SD = 1.18, range
19-24) completed the measures within a gen-
eral battery of tests.

Measures

Personal Need for Structure:  To measure
PNS we employed the Personal Need for
Structure Scale (PNS, Thompson et al., 2001;
Slovak version by Sarmány Schuller). PNS
scale is a 12-item, 6-point Likert-type self-re-
port scale consisting of two subscales –
Desire for Structure (DS, α = 0.829) and Re-
action to Lack of Structure (RLS, α = 0.675).
Based on previous findings (Neuberg,

Newsom, 1993; Sollár, 2005), item 5 was ex-
cluded as both conceptually and empirically
incongruous.

Multi-Motive Grid: To measure approach
and avoidance components of control moti-
vation we employed the Multi-Motive Grid
(MMG, Sokolowski et al., 2000), a semi-pro-
jective measure that combines the aspects
of the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT)
and questionnaires to assess motives re-
garding performance, control and social ac-
ceptance. For each motive, the approach –
avoidance dichotomy is addressed by sepa-
rate subscales of hope motives and fear mo-
tives. The test contains 18 pictures depict-
ing a set of ambiguous situations linked to
performance, control and social acceptance
accompanied by 8 statements that represent
various motivational states. The respondent
indicates his/her answer on a bipolar scale
(yes/no).

RESULTS

To verify the relationship of PNS and con-
trol motivation we correlated their subscale
and summary scores (the Pearson product-
moment correlation coefficient was used). We
found a statistically significant correlation
of both PNS subscales scores, PNS summary
score and Fear of Losing Control, but no re-
lationship of PNS and Hope for Control was
found.

In  the  next  step  we  employed  a  proce-
dure  to  transform  Hope  for  Control  and
Fear of Losing Control scores into standard-
ized z-scores of approach and avoidance to
identify the dominant tendency (as recom-
mended by Sokolowski et al., 2000). Analy-
sis of differences did not show the expected
results (the Independent Samples t-test was
used).
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DISCUSSION

The present study was designed to exam-
ine the relationship of PNS and approach –
avoidance motives of control motivation in
interpersonal relationships. We found that
PNS is related to the avoidance component
of control motive – people high in PNS score
high in Fear of Losing Control. They experi-
ence fear in situations when distribution of
power is ambiguous and potentially about
to change. They do not necessarily approach
interpersonal situations with control ambi-
tions, as previous findings suggest, e.g.,
Sollár (2008) found a negative relationship
of social dominance orientation as measured
by ICL (Leary et al., 1976) and RLS. Trait
dominance in Leary’s et al. (1976) personal-
ity theory can be theoretically considered
closer to the approach control component

rather than the avoidance control compo-
nent. That would support the assumption
that people try to minimize the conflicting
approach – avoidance tendencies, oscillate
between the two motives and tend to show
either one or the other. Correlations are not
strong, but it could be expected since the
measures used have a different nature (semi-
projective method and self-report method).

At the same time, the analysis showed that
PNS is not related to the approach compo-
nent of control motive. We assume that low
PNS itself does not account for the approach
control motivation. Active approach strat-
egy in control motivation depends on more
complex motivational and cognitive structur-
ing dispositions. Therefore, people can be
successful in their control ambitions regard-
less of high or low PNS, which is one of the
dispositions and together with other per-
sonal traits (e.g., dominance) and various

Table 1. Correlations of PNS subscales, Hope for Control and Fear of Losing Control

Table 2. Differences in PNS in participants with approach/avoidance tendency in control
motivation

 n AM SD t df p 

PNS_ RLS approach 28 22.18 4.53 1.091 58 .280 avoidance 32 23.50 4.81 

PNS_ DS approach 28 13.86 3.92 0.664 58 .509 avoidance 32 14.63 4.89 

PNS approach 28 36.04 7.62 1.003 58 .320 avoidance 32 38.13 8.40 
 

 PNS_RLS PNS_DS PNS 

Hope for Control 
r -.026 .102 .041 
p  .846 .438 .753 
n 60 60 60 

Fear of Losing Control 
r  .280* .301* .329* 
p .030 .019 .010 
n 60 60 60 
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situational variables can result in approach
control behavior. We believe that in person-
ally significant situations, when people are
highly motivated, different motives and ca-
pacities can overcome the influence of dis-
positional PNS. Therefore, our hypothesis
should be revised in terms of taking into ac-
count situational valency. Further research
is needed to verify our preliminary results in
a larger and more general sample and to ex-
plore the moderating influence of both dis-
positional and situational variables respon-
sible for control motivation.
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OSOBNÁ  POTREBA  ŠTRUKTÚRY  A  KONTROLNÁ  MOTIVÁCIA:
PREPOJENIE  SOCIÁLNYCH  KOGNÍCIÍ  A  INTERPERSONÁLNEJ  MOTIVÁCIE
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Súhrn: Autori skúmali predpoklad, že potreba štruktúry (PNS) je v negatívnom vzťahu s motiváciou
ku kontrole v zmysle približovania a v pozitívnom vzťahu s motiváciou ku kontrole v zmysle
vyhýbania. Participantom (n = 60 univerzitným študentom) bol administrovaný sebavýpoveďový
dotazník Potreba štruktúry (PNS) a semi-projektívny dotazník Multimotivačná mriežka (MMG).
Výsledky ukázali, že potreba štruktúry je v pozitívnom vzťahu so Strachom zo straty kontroly.
Dáta nepodporili predpoklad o negatívnom vzťahu potreby štruktúry a Túžbou po kontrole.
Výsledky sú interpretované v kontexte dispozičných a situačných podmienok ovplyvňujúcich
motiváciu ku kontrole.


